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Abstract 
 
According to current political rhetoric society is in decline.  Young 
people have long been portrayed as both the cause and the solution to this 
situation.  This study examines how young people in a rural area — East 
Cleveland —are being encouraged to take a more active role in their local 
community via the Engaging Young People project, the preliminary stage 
of a youth parliament.  The analysis is developed within a framework 
consisting of the discourse of the ‘active citizen’ and Beck’s 
Individualisation Society thesis.  The study discusses whether the 
dominant approaches to re-embedding young people within society are 
relevant in late-modernity. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
‘Youth’ is a social construction that has particular contemporary political 
currency.  It is also a masculine category and one that is historically 
relative (Wallace & Kovatcheva, 1998).  Recently, Tony Blair spelled out 
his vision for the future of British society, declaring that: 
 
“Here, now, today…[people] want rules, order and proper 
behaviour.  They know there is such a thing as society.  They 
want a society of respect.  They want a society of 
responsibility.  They want a community where the decent law-
abiding majority are in charge; where those that play by the 
rules do well; and those that don't, get punished.” (Blair, 
2004) 
 
Following this criticism of 1960’s liberal consensus and its effects upon 
modern society, Michael Howard, as leader of the Conservative Party, 
took the point further, stating that: 
 
“The decline of responsibility and the proliferation of rights 
have left us in an ethical quagmire, which is undermining our 
fight against crime. The clear distinction between right and 
wrong has been lost in sociological mumbo-jumbo and 
politically correct nonsense.  Just consider that phrase "anti-
social behaviour" which we hear so often today. Eighteen-year-
olds out after a night's drinking, overturning litter bins, 
pushing each other around, intimidating others - in my 
language, that behaviour is not just anti-social - it's 
wrong…[Families and communities] know that there is a right 
path for our society - one based on personal responsibility, 
moderation, truthfulness, honesty, and liberty under the law.” 
(Michael Howard, 2004)  
 
The suggestion in these speeches is that something has gone wrong with 
society and that young people are located near the crux of the problem.  
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In recent years, there has been an intensification of Government activity 
aimed at increasing the participation of young people in civil society.  
The Engaging Young People project is an example of this process and 
attempts to give young people in East Cleveland, and Redcar & 
Cleveland as a whole, the opportunity to ‘have a voice’ in local decision-
making.  Yet there is considerable debate over the nature and purpose of 
projects of this kind.  Bessant (2003) raises concerns about the relevance 
of youth participatory structures, pointing to the limited citizenship status 
of young people as a major barrier to democracy.  Matthews & Limb 
(2003) criticise youth councils as having little relevancy to young people 
lives.  
 
However, these concerns fail to indicate why young people would get 
involved in, and continue to associate with, such a project.  Who are the 
young individuals living in East Cleveland ‘being engaged’?  Why do 
they want to engage with the project?  Academics concerned with the 
nature of late-modern society in the Western world have suggested that it 
is consumerism, rather than a state-centric notion of civil society, which 
represents the arena of experience for young people. 
 
East Cleveland study area 
 
East Cleveland is an area to the South East of urban Teesside and consists 
of a number of former ironstone mining villages of varying size and one 
market town.  The area was formerly a Rural Priority Area (RPA).  The 
wards of Skelton, Guisborough and Saltburn are amongst the 25% of 
most deprived wards in the country whilst the wards of Loftus and 
Lockwood are amongst the 10% most deprived (DETR, 2000).  The area 
has been subject to the ‘Skelton Youth Inclusion Programme’, funded 
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through the Single Regeneration Budget.  This programme sought to 
address the problems and needs of young people in Skelton by tackling a 
range of issues including education, skills, housing, crime and social 
exclusion (One NorthEast, 2003).   
 
Politically, East Cleveland has become an area of fragmentation.  A 
coalition cabinet controls Redcar & Cleveland Borough Council, 
comprising the East Cleveland and Eston Independents (named according 
to their localities), the Liberal Democrats and the Conservative Party, 
representing a majority of 59.3%.  The Labour party, representing 37.3%, 
sits in opposition.  An East Cleveland Independent councillor with 
responsibility for education is currently pressing ahead with a 
restructuring of secondary education in the area and is meeting with some 
opposition.  
 
In 2001, Tees Valley Rural Community Council undertook ‘Community 
Appraisals’ in East Cleveland electoral wards.  These documents provide 
an overview of the economic, social, community, employment and 
environmental status of the individual wards comprising East Cleveland.  
The findings are a result of survey work carried out with community and 
statutory organisations and groups.  Discussions of crime and anti social 
behaviour, often connected to young people, feature prominently in the 
documents.  In the Guisborough ward, one suggested method of tackle 
existing community and social issues was support for the development of 
a youth forum to ensure that young people are consulted on the services 
and other things provided for them.   
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Figure 1.1:  Ward boundaries of Redcar & Cleveland Borough 
Council (RCBC, 2004) 
 
 
 
 
2.  THE DISCOURSE OF CITIZENSHIP AND YOUTH 
 
The New Labour Government’s commitment to social responsibility has 
emerged hand-in-hand with an increasingly networked approach to 
governance.  As Levitas (1998) suggests, the new model for the Labour 
Party draws upon communitarianism and stakeholding, with 
emancipation and equity of distribution giving way to personal 
responsibility and partnership.  The consequences for young people are, 
 
“…that solutions to prevailing social and youth problems 
[have] rested with the individual and their local community.  
Thus, social problems could be effectively dealt with by 
1.   Brotton  
6.   Guisborough 
9.   Lockwood 
10. Loftus  
16. Saltburn 
17. Skelton  
General extent of 
East Cleveland 
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developing policies that ensured increased youth participation, 
capacity building, increased education etc.”(Bessant, 2003: 
90).   
 
Reflecting on the current rhetoric from the main political parties as set out 
in the opening section, it would seem that the ‘youth’ question is set to 
become an issue of increasing political currency.  Indeed, it is within the 
ten-year office of the New Labour government that youth councils have 
emerged.  Most youth councils are initiated by Local Authorities or 
networks of agencies/groups and comprise young people from a local 
area.  They vary in structure and position within wider (adult) decision-
making.  Youth councils are organised on a national level through the 
British Youth Council.   In the borough of Redcar and Cleveland, the 
local authority’s Youth and Community Service have set-up the Engaging 
Young People project as the first phase towards an authority-wide Youth 
Parliament. 
 
New Labour, the active citizen and young people 
 
“Government is committed to providing more opportunities for 
children and young people to get involved in the planning, 
delivery and evaluation of policies and services relevant to 
them.”    (Children and Young People’s Unit [CYPU], 2003). 
 
The New Labour government’s on-going project to enhance the role of 
civil society has repercussions throughout society.  For young people in 
Britain, this means that the problems they and their communities may 
face are increasingly being handed back to them by the state.  Within East 
Cleveland, the ward of Skelton has been the subject of a youth inclusion 
programme funded through the Single Regeneration Budget.  The aims of 
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this programme are to tackle crime and community safety, enhance 
employment opportunities, improve housing and address social exclusion 
(One North East, 2003).  The funding of such an initiative at the level of 
an electoral ward demonstrates the responsibility placed upon 
communities and young people to use state resources to solve their own 
problems.  On the national scale, citizenship education, shaped by the 
work of the Crick Group, has been integrated into the national curriculum 
with the stated aim of changing national and local political culture and 
producing active citizens, with young people thus being capable of 
seeking out new terrains of action amongst themselves (Kerr, 2003). 
 
The concept of participation as defined by the CYPU requires that young 
people become connected to government decision-making mechanisms.  
This implies that, presently, young people are not involved in such 
processes, that they are excluded from policy and services.  Social 
exclusion is a notion closely aligned to participation.  Whilst participation 
in the sense suggested by the CYPU is, in essence, political participation, 
it also encompasses economic, social, cultural and environmental factors 
in the same way that the adult political process does.  Nevertheless, at the 
core of debates over participation is that of influence over decision-
making, over how the future is determined.  However, as Hayward et al 
(2004) suggest, non-participation can be a legitimate decision and cannot 
necessarily be considered analogous with social exclusion. 
 
The apparent shift of decision-making towards the local community level 
would seem like a positive step if a belief exists in the capacity of people 
to determine their own futures.  However, as Bessant (2003) claims, 
participation does not necessarily exist for the benefit of all individuals.  
She suggests that young people are increasingly identified as a ‘known’ 
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problematic group in society by policy makers (hence the ‘youth’ 
category) and are subject to various methods of management.  The 
discourse of participation is one such method, as the state attempts to tie 
young people to the government project.  Similarly, James & James 
(2001) note how the new relationship between the individual and the 
community ensures new forms of control by selected groups over other 
groups within communities.  They note how the family and community 
are being increasingly aligned with the desired social controls of the state.  
Within this framework, participation becomes understood as integration 
into the state project, to be become assimilated into the myriad of 
initiatives and organisations comprising the increasingly complex web of 
governance in the UK and, possibly, dependant upon them. 
 
Giddens and Ulrich Beck are two of the leading social theorists who have 
discussed the nature of modern Western society as one of increased 
individual agency and weakening institutional structures, although their 
work on modern society has crucial differences.  The approach to 
government adopted by New Labour has been termed the Third Way after 
the work of Anthony Giddens.  As Cieslek & Pollock (2002) suggest, if 
Giddens developed the Third Way then Tony Blair championed it.  
Giddens (2000) proposes that at the core of the Third Way is a social 
contract emphasising both the rights of the individual and their 
responsibilities to the wider community. 
 
The participative discourse of New Labour exists but the impacts and 
implications of this approach are only now being revealed.  Also, the 
Third Way is not confined to Britain.  Evans (2002) compares youth 
transitions in England and Germany and comments that in the 
government policy of both countries, individuals are expected to take 
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responsibility for their own lives.  Bessant (2003) notes how Blair, 
D’Alema, Schroder and Clinton have all embraced the Third Way and 
attempted to combine neo-liberal economics with communitarian social 
policy.  It is this situation that provides the political context to any 
discussion of young people’s participation in structures such as youth 
forums.   
 
The relevance of citizenship 
 
Citizenship is a central plank connecting Government policy to young 
people and invokes debates concerning what it means to be a member of 
society in relation to the nation-state.  The starting point for discussions 
of citizenship is often Marshall’s work on citizenship and social class, 
although this account is specific to the UK in the 1950’s (Marshall, 
1992).  Marshall outlines three strands of citizenship, political (as an 
elector in a democracy), social (welfare and participation) and civil 
(freedom and the law).  These strands amount to a bundle of rights that 
can be possessed by the citizens of the nation-state (in this case the UK), 
forming the national community.  However, the central position of the 
nation-state in the 1950’s has been radically altered in late modernity.  
Elliot (2001) suggests that citizenship has been recast through, amongst 
other factors, individualisation (self-construction of the subject as a 
citizen), ‘subpolitics’ (politicisation of previously ‘un-political’ relations 
and structures) and the blending of local, national and global political 
domains.  The increasingly fragmented elements of what ‘being a citizen’ 
means has created something of a popular vacuum.    
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Active citizenship 
 
The politically dominant approach to citizenship in the UK in recent 
decades has been termed ‘active citizenship’.  Commenting in relation to 
the New Labour Government’s Post-16 Citizenship Development 
Programme, Bernard Crick suggests that:   
 
“There is a worrying level of apathy, ignorance and cynicism 
about public life. Young adults will only be able to realise their 
full potential as active and effective members of society at large 
if those responsible for their education, training, employment 
and other forms of development provide the necessary models 
and learning environments for active and participative 
citizenship.” (Labour Party, 2004) 
  
The emphasis in Crick’s analysis seems to be on an axis of skills and 
employment, which requires careful planning and management by adults 
in authoritarian positions.  Active citizenship has been appropriated as a 
Government construct; one that spells out how the political elite considers 
young people ought to think and act in society.  Lister et al (2003) reveal 
how young people themselves relate to the idea of citizenship and what it 
means to be a citizen.  Five models of citizenship were developed.  The 
predominant model — Universal Status — links citizenship to 
membership of, and belonging to, a place.  This model requires that the 
individual be accepted as a citizen of a particular place, whether legally 
within the nation-state or culturally within a community.  Locality and its 
role in self-identity is a founding principle of ‘active citizenship’ 
(Levitas, 1998).  It could be argued that the appropriation of local identity 
to ‘active citizenship’ is a coercive device designed to tap into an 
individual’s sense of responsibility for relationships that are not 
necessarily within their control.  The second most commonly articulated 
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conceptualisation was that of Respectable Economic Independence.  This 
model involves the payment of taxes and the ownership of property by 
the individual.  Dichotomies of ‘good’/’bad’ and ‘first class’/’second 
class’ citizens were also explored.  In the case of the latter: 
 
“… the young people’s image of the first class citizen is 
redolent of the successful citizen promoted by Thatcherism and 
to a degree under New Labour: economically independent, with 
money, own home and a family. For some…this meant that they 
themselves identified with the label of ‘second class citizen’, 
below everyone else.” (Lister et al, 2003: 251) 
 
The ‘good’ citizen, however, was based upon care, consideration and 
active community participation, not upon economic ‘independence’.  It 
can be seen that the framing of citizenship is a crucial element in how 
young people conceptualise what being a citizen means. 
 
For political elites concerned with the maintenance of civil society, young 
people represent ‘citizens in the making’.  Many are integrated into 
educational and authoritarian structures and are therefore accessible 
subjects in which to indoctrinate dominant values of citizenship.  
Citizenship education, in the wake of the Crick report, represents one 
technique of teaching these values in the formal educational setting of 
school.  However, given that citizenship is principally concerned with 
engagement in civil society, it would seem logical that structures outside 
of formal education will be co-opted to pursue these aims.     
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Social Capital in the context of participation / citizenship discourse 
 
A development in social theory relating to notions of community 
participation is that of social capital in the sense proposed by Putnam 
(1995).  Putnam emphasises the potential benefits to civil society of 
trusting social networks.  These ideas have a relationship with that of 
active citizenship.  Putnam suggests that increasing participation in 
associations, clubs and voluntary groups can cut across socio-economic 
classes and be a force for ‘good’.  His emphasis upon horizontally 
focused networks does nothing to confront class divides.  Coleman 
(1990) argues that social capital is context specific and structurally 
embedded.  His definition undermines Putnam’s appropriation of social 
capital as the binding force of society through his suggestion that social 
capital only exists within and between specific situations and 
relationships.  Indeed, Putnam’s work can be contrasted with Berman 
(1997) who examines how high levels of association and community 
participation in 1930’s Germany facilitated the rapid rise of the Nazi 
Party.  The undermining of political structures by civil society is 
identified as being crucial to this situation.  The notion that associational 
networks can cut across society would seem to ignore political structures.  
Coleman’s social capital is one that exists within contexts defined by 
political structures, whereas Putnam’s either bypasses are undermines 
them. 
 
It would appear that what is being suggested is that involvement in civil 
society alone is beneficial.  In the context of rural development, Shortall 
(2004) highlights how Putnam’s uncritical view of social capital ensures 
that civic objectives are aligned to economic outputs.  She suggests that 
the proliferation of development partnerships are the result of central 
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government design, in line with the participatory discourse outlined 
above.       
 
Youth forums and citizenship 
 
As a concept, youth forums are firmly embedded within debates about 
youth, citizenship and participation.  They function as structures seeking 
to tackle the perceived lack of participation (or exclusion) by young 
people increasingly immersed in Individualisation Society.  In this sense, 
participation is directly concerned with engagement with formal 
democratic decision-making but extends into every aspect of young 
peoples’ lives.  Crime, health, education, discrimination, transport and 
welfare are all issues dealt with by adult-based political structures and 
youth-based structures alike.  The government has sought to address the 
individualisation of young people through the utilisation of discourses of 
inclusion, active citizenship and participation and has attempted to create 
structures in which to re-embed young people into civil society, as 
previous structures fall from relevancy through disembedding.  Hill et al 
(2004: 80) note, “The call for greater participative involvement of 
citizens and consumers has become a generalised feature of later 
modernity.”  According to Matthews & Limb (2003: 175): 
 
 “…by far the most favoured response by statutory and 
voluntary agencies for encouraging children and young 
people’s participation at a local level has been the setting-up of 
youth councils.”   
 
Youth councils are variously known as youth forums (e.g. Derwentside 
Young People’s Forum), assemblies (e.g. Stockton Youth Assembly), 
parliaments (e.g. Northumbria Youth Parliament) and a variety of other 
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titles (British Youth Council, 2004).  Their exact structures, procedures, 
constitutions and members can vary greatly.  They are not a new idea, 
however.  The latest proliferation of youth participation structures 
represents a third wave of activity, following the growth of youth 
parliaments in the 1950s and a short-lived attempt to found county-based 
youth councils in the mid-1980s (Matthews, 2001).  Matthews offers a 
typology of these structures as feeder (slot into existing partnerships), 
shadow (junior complement to existing adult-based structures) or 
consultative (strong local and project focus) with either an issue-specific 
(e.g. crime), group-specific (e.g. arts enthusiasts) or community-specific 
(multiple issue, locality based) focus.  Naturally, these definitions are 
porous; a youth council may contain elements of constituent parts of each 
type.  Nevertheless, the typology is a useful tool in understanding how a 
given youth democratic structure is located with wider policy 
frameworks. 
 
Matthews & Limb (2003) suggest that structures, such as youth councils 
that aim to encourage youth participation, are problematic.  They often 
fail due to their mimicry of adult institutions, as the enforcement of 
current political structures means that many young people fail to become 
involved and those that do can become disillusioned with the 
relationships and environments they experience.  However, young 
people’s understanding of local political structures and processes has 
been questioned and was the subject of a report for the DTLR titled  
‘Understanding youth participation in local Government (Molloy et al, 
2002).  The report suggests that moves towards citizenship education as 
part of the school curriculum for secondary education will address the 
finding that: 
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 “With the exception of those who report being interested and 
engaged, young people in this sample displayed very low levels 
of awareness and understanding about the role and 
responsibilities of local government.” (Molloy et al, 2002: 85) 
 
These conclusions reveal much about the narrow definition of political 
engagement the report was concerned with i.e. the work of local 
authorities.  However, ‘the political’ also involves ideology, culture, 
history, the body and extends into almost all social life. What ‘the 
political’ means to young people is a relevant question when considering 
the suitability of youth forums as democratic structures.  If the nature of 
‘the political’ in this context maybe an assumption by adults based upon 
current structures and trends in their worlds, it is application to young 
people is potentially problematic.  O’Toole (2003) identifies a high 
degree of political awareness by young people, including their own 
disconnection from mainstream politics.  The study reveals that to some 
young people politics and political engagement represent an 
authoritarianism.  The notion of local or community development is 
closely bound with the participation discourse.         
 
Youth forums and their location within notions of participation and 
citizenship are problematic.  According to Matthews & Limb (2003: 190) 
“Youth forums are divorced from that world of experience to which 
young people are routinely connected.”  They suggest that traditional 
adult political structures cannot be directly embraced by young people 
and may produce a negative experience for all involved.    In the context 
of rural areas, Shucksmith & Jentsch (2004: 272) suggest that some 
young people express dissatisfaction with local youth participatory 
structures and that: 
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“In general, youth organizations (including the youth forums 
which have been recently established for young people 
primarily by adult people) are seen in a rather ambiguous way 
and are rejected as not pertinent to their aspirations and youth 
cultures.”   
 
Workable political structures or flows of young people’s politics may not 
resemble those currently in operation in the UK and must be located 
within the reality of young people’s lives.  They must emerge from the 
lives of young people and should not be methods of assimilation or 
control.  The possibilities of the individualized world could be explored 
and the politics of non-participation examined for signs of new directions.  
The possibilities of new or different forms of democracy that could 
emerge must be considered.   
 
The Engaging Young People (EYP) project is managed by the Redcar & 
Cleveland Youth and Community Service.  Jeffs & Smith (2002) argue 
that due to the fragmented nature of youth sub-groups and cultures, youth 
workers are being cast as “someone who constructs communities”.  They 
suggest that uncritical readings of youth will be less valid in youth work 
because the concept pf youth itself has to be recast within the idea of 
individualisation.  The proposition that the youth service must pro-
actively recruit young people suggests that there may exist a selection 
process.  If a project, such as a youth forum, has been introduced but its 
worth requires justification to a management team or current/future 
funders, then its validity as a democratic body is weakened.  
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3.  INDIVIDUALISATION SOCIETY 
 
The individualisation thesis proposes that, as the certainties of the past 
continue to fracture, the individual is increasingly immersed in a process 
of life decision-making.  With decisions comes the opportunity to create 
and characterise what Beck & Beck-Gernsheim (2002) describe as ‘a life 
of your own’.  Individualisation relates to an internalized, or cultural, 
democracy involving an awareness of the existence of other individuals in 
pursuing this life.  These actions are not necessarily located within 
traditional structures.  It would appear that the dynamism of 
individualisation is breaking open and washing over these structures.  
According to Beck, young people practice a non-traditional politics, one 
that is not rooted in parties, unions and meetings but can instead be found 
somewhere in media and leisure, politics primarily driven by non-
participation and consumerism.  It would appear that as the world 
increases in complexity and diversity, traditional structures do not, 
possibly cannot, adapt in time and fail to keep pace with the reflexive 
nature of the emerging phase of modernity (Beck et al, 1994).  It is within 
the context of these arguments that the concept of a youth forum seems 
problematic.   
 
Individualisation does not equate to a selfish societal process per se, 
rather it points towards a shift in emphasis towards agency.  However, the 
role of agency must be qualified as individuals are not self-enclosed and 
self-propelling. Evans (2002) comments upon differentiated accounts of 
individualisation and proposes the notion of ‘bounded agency’, arising 
from: 
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“…the lens of agency as a socially situated process, shaped by  
experiences of the past, the chances present in the current 
moment and perceptions of possible futures…”  
(Evans, 2002: 262).  
 
That individualisation varies would seem self-evident.  The crucial 
changes are in the structures and values that have been used to define the 
social world.  Beck’s individualisation thesis does not negate the 
interplay of agency and structure; rather he suggests that, increasingly, 
the individual agent engages with a wider palette of influences.     
 
Individualisation and young people 
 
As individualisation is said to be an emerging and growing characteristic 
of modern life, it could be anticipated that young people will be amongst 
the most individualised members of society.  According to Furlong & 
Cartmel (1997), the lived experiences of young people in recent times are 
different from those of previous decades due to changes in education, 
employment, family, leisure, health, crime and politics.  They suggest 
that life in late modernity for young people involves increasing levels of 
subjectivity, but present the argument that individualisation has an 
illusionary quality in that it presents structurally located problems as 
those that can be addressed by the individual.  The arguments of Furlong 
& Cartmel (1997), whilst entirely valid, should not be aligned with 
individual helplessness.  They argue that young people are increasingly 
liable to envisage wider social problems as individual failure and that 
many of the problems they perceive are in fact structural.  Whilst this 
maybe true, young people are not passive members of society.  Miles 
(2000, 2002) emphasizes the value of examining young people’s 
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lifestyles as a way of understanding how they engage with 
individualisation.  He suggests that the current trend away from youth 
cultural studies due to a perceived ‘ordinariness’ of young people (as 
apposed to identifiable sub-cultures) fails to address modern responses to 
individualisation.  Miles (2002: 66) argues that: 
 
“In an individualized society the opportunities to ‘rebel’ are 
less obvious than they were in the past.  Rather, young people 
call upon aspects of consumer culture which they can use to 
construct their identities, whilst rejecting those aspects which 
they do not relate…Lifestyles are, in effect lived cultures in 
which individuals actively express their identities, but in direct 
relation to their position as regards the dominant culture.” 
 
Miles advocates further exploration into the construction of youth 
identities within the process of individualisation.  He explores the role of 
a youth-based performing arts programme, Hope Street, in shaping the 
lifestyles of participants.  The discussion of lifestyle by Miles brings 
together structure and agency, moving towards the middle-ground theory 
outlined by Evans (2002).  That lifestyles can represent the lived practice 
of young individuals in East Cleveland is significant for this study. As 
Bauman (2001) suggests, individualisation poses severe problems to 
programmes of citizenship such as a youth forum.  Through 
individualisation, self-organization sidesteps participation and its 
associated selection of ‘who does’ and ‘who doesn’t’ and instead involves 
the concerns of the individual through an internalized democracy. 
 
Self-identity: consumption and citizenship 
 
The relationship between young people and citizenship has been 
described as one of uncertainty and flux (Lister et al, 2003).  Also, as 
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Miles (2000) points out, young people are not fully integrated into 
consumer society and so are immersed in the construction of consumer 
lifestyle identities, enjoying the ability to control their identity 
construction, an ability that may be restricted in the arena of work or 
school.  This is a reality they live on a day-to-day basis in a melting pot 
of images, signs, symbols and sounds.  Any conceptualisation of 
citizenship and what it might mean to young people should acknowledge 
this fact.  Young people’s partial integration into both consumerism and 
citizenship strengthens the appeal of the former and weakness the logic of 
the latter.  The scope for a consumerism driven by pleasure, without the 
requirement to purchase ‘necessities’, contrasts favourably with an 
incoherent outline of partial rights and responsibilities as proposed by 
active citizenship when applied to young people.   
 
When considering consumerism and citizenship, Stevenson (2003a) 
suggests that it is not a matter of arguing that consumerism undermines 
citizenship, or conversely that consumerism provides the key to a new 
citizenship.  Rather, he points towards the work of Raymond Williams as 
a starting point for building a framework of a “common cultural 
citizenship”.  This framework emphasises dialogue, the active discussion, 
critic and reinterpretation of culture, hence ‘common’.  Willis (1990) 
draws upon the work of Williams in his focus upon the creativity within 
‘ordinary’ culture.  He describes how young people utilise elements of 
consumerism in a creative way, exemplified by an amusing exchange 
with some young people who describe one of their favourite 
advertisements, for raisins.  This discussion culminates with the 
revelation that whilst none of them likes raisins and no one plans to buy 
them to eat, one girl states that she hopes to buy a figure of one of the 
cartoon raisins in the advert.  For Willis, this exemplifies the creative use 
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of popular culture by the individual, the only person who declared a 
significant interested in a raisin figurine.  This creativity operates within a 
fixed arena determined by structures, but an arena that is increasingly 
porous in an individualized world.  Willis suggests that:   
    
“Cultural commodities can function not only as consumables 
but also as factors of production for repeated and different 
kinds of symbolic work, creativity and the production of 
grounded aesthetics in informal cultural production.  This 
informal cultural production may be many times more 
significant in terms of human meanings and human 
involvements of time, skill, effort and satisfaction than the 
original commercial production.”  (Willis, 1990: 132) 
 
Creativity and citizenship 
 
Stevenson (2003b) identifies the introduction of citizenship studies in UK 
education as a policy development seeking to produce the ‘good’ citizen.  
According to Lister et el (2003) young people easily identify with the 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ citizen dichotomy, the former composed of community 
participation and neighbourliness, the latter comprising selfishness, lack 
of respect and law breaking.  The themes discussed above are all at work 
in these classifications; the ‘bad’ citizen being equated with the dangers 
of the individualised world.  The approach to citizenship favoured by 
Stevenson, which he terms cultural or cosmopolitan citizenship, avoids 
the ‘active’ or ‘good’ citizenship doctrine by inviting the individual to 
engage with their creative self.  Creative techniques such as poetry, prose, 
diary writing, music, video and film production and journalism can be 
utilised in narrative building, or building a self of ones own to adapt 
Beck’s terminology.  Delanty (2003) acknowledges the value of this 
approach as a dynamic learning process, drawing on self-identity 
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construction and cognitive elements.  This is in opposition to what he 
terms the disciplinary citizenship that currently dominates mainstream 
thinking. 
 
4.  EAST CLEVELAND CASE STUDY 
 
The EYP project is not representative of a fully functioning youth forum; 
it is the development stage of a youth parliament managed by the Redcar 
& Cleveland Youth and Community Service and comprises three area 
cluster groups (East Cleveland, Redcar and Western).  All the young 
people involved in this study came from the East Cleveland cluster or 
from the rural areas included in the Western cluster.  The project has been 
running for around two years, with new funding secured from the 
Neighbourhood Renewal Fund (NRF) until 2006.  NRF funding is 
channelled through the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP), a structure 
mirroring local authority boundaries that brings together public, private 
and voluntary organisations.  Four different youth workers have led the 
EYP project since its creation and its slow progress may be attributable to 
a lack of binding legislation, a situation that can often result in local 
attempts being youth forums established on an ad-hoc basis (Matthew & 
Limb, 2003). 
 
According to the project’s leader: 
 
“The only objectives we have are, obviously, working with 13-
19 years olds and giving young people the chance to have a 
voice.  One of things I’ve tried to make sure is that whatever 
things they are worried about or keen to try and achieve I find 
somewhere to take their views to so that they can get answers 
and these things will be addressed.” (Interview with project 
leader, 27/07/04)   
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This declaration of the project’s objectives is situated ‘at the coal face’.  It 
describes how, as the lead youth worker and project officer, she related to 
the young people comprising the project.  However, the EYP project is 
actually located within a wider context, as suggested in the theoretical 
framework. 
 
Getting young people involved in the processes of adult decision-making 
is high on the project’s agenda.  The project has a place on the LSP, 
something the leader values highly: 
 
“Because we’ve got a place on the LSP, which is an absolute 
plus for us, we do take questions that the young people have to 
the LSP meetings and we hopefully get answers from them.  But 
hopefully the LSP will ask us to look at certain things with 
young people, so one of the things was curfew and the anti-
social behaviour order, so we’ve had the police in and our 
young people have asked questions and what have you so the 
report that we collate will then go back to Education, the Youth 
Service and to the LSP so they can see what the young people 
think about it.” (Interview, 27/07/2004) 
 
The integration of the EYP project within the LSP points to a desire by 
local adult-decision makers to engage with the opinions of young people.  
Connection with adult decision-making is an important element of the 
EYP Project under its inclusion principle, which states, “To be a vital 
part of the community young people need input into structures that 
implement their needs and aspirations.” (Grant application to NRF).  
Yet, as discussed in the theoretical framework, the contradictory nature of 
being ‘a vital part’ and having input into adult decision-making with the 
reality of young peoples’ lives is problematic for youth forums.  How can 
young people —  societal ‘others’ in relation to official decision-making 
structures — be integrated as a vital part of these processes?            
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The EYP project has three main themes: Engagement, Inclusion and 
Targeted Provision.  Under the inclusion principle it is suggested that 
“All areas of the project are designed in conjunction with young people”, 
an approach suggesting that the project will be qualified.  The project 
operates within a fixed age range of thirteen to nineteen.  Once members 
of project reach their nineteenth birthday, they can no longer be involved.  
This age range is identical to the age accommodated by Connexions, the 
government’s advisory service for young people.  This alone suggests 
that the input of young people in the project’s design will be restricted by 
external assumptions and limitations.    
 
Why be part of the EYP project? 
 
Whilst the previous section focused upon the structure and relationships 
of the EYP project from the adult perspective (whether in the form of 
policy, youth worker or decision-maker), the emphasis of this study is 
upon young people in East Cleveland. 
 
A central concern in the semi-structured interviews carried out with 
young people involved in the project was to reveal their motivations for 
participating. Amongst the eight interviewees a variety of statements 
were made: 
 
“Stops me being bored.” 
 
“…this helps me relax most of the time.” 
 
“…asked to come along as a peer educator ‘cos I was doing a 
course at the time.  It sounded good when they told us about 
it…” 
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“I was involved really… through working in the youth club, 
used to work in the youth clubs.” 
 
“get away from me mam.” 
 
“We got a letter saying to attend this meeting so we did.” 
 
“…this project I’ve been  involved with right along its just 
become part of life and I do it without thinking, but I do enjoy 
it, got some good people here and made lots of friends through 
it so…” 
 
How the individual rationalises their involvement with the EYP Project 
would seem to be located within both internal and external relationships.  
The internal approach involves the positive personal impacts the project 
has upon the individual, how the project helps a person to develop, relax, 
be occupied and make friends.  The external approach relates to the wider 
objectives of the project: to participate in your community and be an 
active citizen.  These approaches are reflective of the arguments set out 
previously in relation to citizenship and individualisation.  It also reflects 
the internal and external aspects of the project.  Whilst the eventual goal 
of a youth forum, according to the policy documents, is to allow young 
people to influence adult-based structures, the young people involved in 
the project demonstrate an understanding of the benefits of simply being 
part of any project that allows young people to come together in a 
building.  Marie suggests that: 
 
“I mean if it weren’t for adults we wouldn’t be here anyway coz 
we wouldn’t be allowed to sit in the room together, probably 
expect us to trash it.”   
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That the project has a role to play in the personal well-being of young 
people in East Cleveland is understood in documentation.  A leaflet 
produced to advertise the project notes how:  
 
“We can help give them [young people] the skills, confidence 
and opportunities to get involved in activities, youth groups, 
forums and councils, in order to inform and influence change.”   
 
This statement reveals how the benefits of the project are conceptualised 
by the adults involved.  First, the phraseology of the leaflet does not 
directly speak to young people, hence the use of ‘them’ as a direct object.  
In keeping with the stylistic intent of the leaflet, it suggests how the 
project could be of interest to other adults working with young people.  
Secondly, the possible personal benefits, whilst poorly outlined, are also 
defined in relation to the idea of a youth forum.  However, the 
motivations expressed by the young people involved in the project are 
various and are not always directly connected to the concept of ‘having a 
voice’ or being an ‘active citizen’. 
 
The Youth Service as a lifestyle choice 
 
Underpinning individual motivations among the young people involved 
in the project is a constant: the youth service.  Many of the members of 
the project have a very close affiliation to the youth service and have 
been involved in a number of associated projects and accreditation 
schemes.  The Uproject, formerly known as the Post-16 project, seems to 
have been a familiar route to the EYP project.  Martin, as a young person 
formerly involved in this project explains that: 
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“…my form tutor had written a few names down of people she 
thought needed help after[leaving] school and asked if I was 
interested and I said yeah I’m interested so I put me name 
down and got a couple of letters about Post-16. So, went on 
that and passed quite a few awards, confidence building, team 
building and so I just ended up here really, I’ve been doing this 
since I was 16.” 
      
Martin’s decision to become part of the Post-16 project was made 
possible by adult discussions about which young people in Secondary 
education “needed help” post-schooling.  This suggests that young people 
who embark on a pathway of association with the youth and community 
service may be relatively low achievers in formal education.  Their 
subsequent inclusion in a project founded upon the notions of ‘having a 
voice’ and active citizenships suggests that young people perceived to be 
in need of guidance are therefore much more likely to become involved in 
the project through this pathway.   
   
The selection of young people for a pathway involving the youth service 
introduces the role of formal education.  The school has long been a site 
of citizen creation and Hall et al (2000) suggest that, in the current 
political climate, the youth service is an arena that may prove to be adept 
at ensuring the tacit dissemination of ‘active citizenship’ values.  This 
suggestion treats active citizenship as a loose collection of ideas that need 
to be diffused, almost undetectable, amongst young people.  The 
normalisation of youth projects into everyday life is something Marie 
admits to: 
 
“…but this it’s a bit weird this project I’ve been involved with 
right along its just become part of life and I do it without 
thinking, but I do enjoy it, got some good people here and made 
lots of friends through it so…” 
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Returning to the suggestions of Jeffs & Smith (2002), the normalisation 
of youth projects should be viewed from the perspective of the instigating 
youth worker engaged in the process of ‘community creation’.  The 
project leader’s close involvement with a number of the older young 
people in other projects meant she could establish a core of participants 
who then ‘brought in’ other young people, often through their 
involvement with other youth projects.  Dave suggests that the project is 
beginning to cast its net wider: 
 
“It better now, we’ve got more members but at first it was just 
referrals from other groups but now tending to get people in 
from other places.”   
 
The project is relatively fluid in terms of attendance.  This seems fairly 
obvious; the young people involved do so voluntarily and the fact that 
different youth clubs are used means that some meetings are more 
accessible than others.     
 
Expressions of the ‘active citizen’ 
 
Young people, whether deemed to be peripheral participants in civil 
society or not, live in a 24 hour news media environment.  Government 
messages and discourse have an unprecedented network available for 
dissemination.  However, participants in the EYP are also directly 
connected to messages of active citizenship, particularly ‘having a voice’ 
in the community.  Martin articulated the role of the EYP project in 
promoting the ‘active citizen’: 
 
“Well the main one for this is engaging young people, but its 
mostly to do with your areas your living in so you…well at the 
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minute we are thinking what are the worst places that need a 
bit of a boost really.  So in Guisborough I’d say you can do 
things with the golf course, Stumps Cross Park and round the 
shops where all the kids are hanging out. Most of the time, like 
you have old peoples bungalows near the shops and they 
daren’t come out of their house on a night mainly with kids, so 
we’re trying to get them off the street into youth clubs and other 
projects.” (Martin) 
 
Martin seems to have internalised the duties of the active citizen and 
views the role of a member of the EYP project as identifying areas 
requiring regeneration.  Interestingly, he expresses this in relation to kids 
(or youths) as ‘others’.  He appears to align himself with the wider 
contexts of the project, the ‘youth’ problem, but sees the problem as 
relating to other young people. 
 
The role of the active citizen in area-based regeneration is also expressed 
by Marie: 
 
“You’ve got to give everyone a voice but the same time it is a 
chance for everyone to meet and to chat other than doing 
things like other projects, we done a portfolio and we looked at 
our different areas and what we could change and what we’d 
like to change and the bits that we thought were down grading, 
bits like that.  It was quite a good reaction of the people that we 
gave them to and showed our portfolios to.”  
 
However, the young people who express an interest in the active citizen 
aspects of the project are under no illusions about their position vis-à-vis 
adult decision-makers.       
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Having a voice 
 
In policy documents relating to the EYP project, interviews with youth 
workers and interviews with young people, a recurring theme is that of 
‘having a voice’.  When asked what this means, Ben suggests it is to 
“Learning to speak up, say what’s on your mind.” but aligns it with the 
personal aspects of identity forming and confidence raising rather than 
linking it to community participation and decision making.  Lister et al 
(2003) suggest that relatively few young people, when compared to 
models of universal status and respectable economic independence, 
articulated the ‘right to a voice’ as a model of citizenship.  This model 
was constructed from “the right and genuine opportunity to have a say 
and be heard…” and was articulated in relation to future decision-making 
and respect for these opinions by others (Lister et al, 2003: 239).  
Wanting the right to a voice that will be respected in the context of 
decision making suggests that the voice will have to be articulated in an 
acceptable way through pre-defined channels. 
 
Filtering, framing and critical mass 
 
“Its when they say their doing stuff but we can’t actually see 
they’re doing anything.  So the feedback from the group that 
Patrick goes to, they feed back to us so we know it’s making a 
difference.” (Gareth) 
 
Patrick is the nominated young person who attends LSP meetings with 
project leader.  Patrick views his role as a non-participatory one: “I go 
and mostly attend and feedback to the group about what’s been said…”  
He suggests that any concerns that the project members might have are 
voiced to the project leader who then ensures that items are placed on the 
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agenda at LSP meetings.  The filtering of concerns raised may be seen as 
a necessary part of framing the input of the young people into a form 
acceptable to adult decision-makers.  Through this process, their 
existence as a forum becomes established by dominant values. 
 
If it wasn’t for the adults, I think as young people if we go to a 
meeting and its one person or two people we still get looked 
upon but coz were classed as a forum…basically get a bit more 
respect, we’re treated like young adults as opposed to 
children.”   (Marie) 
 
The relationship the EYP project has with the LSP ensures that the 
project is legitimised, it serves a useful purpose to the LSP in fulfilling a 
part of the broader youth participation agenda. 
   
Invited adults also attend meetings of the EYP.  Among those mentioned 
by the young people were an Ofsted Inspector and a Police Officer 
assigned to ‘community cohesion’.  At these occasions, it would appear 
that the coercive nature of ‘community’ becomes apparent.  The invited 
adults are usually authority figures, in positions directly concerned with 
the management of young people.  Marie describes how she took a 
confrontational stance with the police officer during an EYP meeting due 
to her previous experiences with the police.  She commented on the 
benefit of being able to communicate directly with such a figure and 
admitted that once both sides had calmed they had a pleasant 
conversation.  Whether or not Marie’s actions had an impact upon future 
police policy, she personally felt that this encounter was positive.  
However, Marie does not seem to have a problem finding a voice, 
something acknowledged by Dave in his interview.  Quieter members of 
the group may not benefit from such a confrontational scenario. 
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The EYP project seems to connect with a form of citizenship poorly 
expressed by young people within the current context of active 
citizenship (Lister, 2003).  The notion of ‘having a voice’ and what this 
might mean to young people is a complex one.  The majority of young 
people involved in the project are members through referrals from other 
youth projects, friends or a combination of the two.  Close association 
with the project leader, often played a major role in this.  This is 
consistent with the notion of the youth worker as ‘community creator’ 
(Jeffs & Smith, 2002).  It would appear that many of the young people are 
involved in the project because, in part, they enjoy ‘projects’, regardless 
of the precise subject matter.  They are aware that the projects often offer 
them the opportunity to acquire new skills, but it is the benefits to their 
mental wellbeing that are often emphasised.  Indeed, it could be argued 
that the community which young people become connected to is not the 
wider community but the EYP community.  
 
The idea that the project will gain respect and influence through increased 
numbers is expressed by a number of young people.  This suggestion 
relates to young peoples’ awareness of what the project, as defined by 
adults, is trying to achieve.  Also, as Gareth articulates, “I just don’t 
believe that eighteen of us should speak on behalf of everybody else.”  
Yet the young people involved have been selected on a number of levels: 
selection for the Post-16 project occurred in school whereas consultation 
exercises — such as a session relating to the government’s green paper 
“Every Child Matters” and a meeting with an Ofsted officer — involved 
small groups from within the project as selected by youth workers.  The 
suggestion by some young people that increasing numbers will increase 
the respectability of the project to adult-decision makers may be naïve.  If 
selection processes are already at work, both in recruitment pathways and 
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within the project, then the likelihood of new participants from differing 
backgrounds being genuinely included is questionable.      
 
The notion that ‘having a voice’ within the context of an adult designed 
and managed project constitutes the empowerment of young people is 
erroneous.  ‘Having a voice’ in this context amounts to inputting in pre-
defined ways into adult decisions making channels, principally the LSP.  
In order to have a voice, young people will require an environment that 
does not impose pre-determined strictures and modes of thinking.  In this 
way, empowerment may be approached.  Empowerment is clearly not the 
principle guiding notions of ‘active citizenship’.  Active citizenship 
requires the individual to become integrated into existing societal 
structures in a positive frame of mind, free from critical and dissenting 
voices. 
 
Empowerment or ‘activity’ for idle hands? 
 
Whether a project such as EYP is a vehicle for empowerment is unclear.  
Many of the young people involved have arrived into the project via 
pathways leading from school through the youth service.  These pathways 
appear to have been created to ensure young people who may not know 
‘what to do’ are given an option to get involved in projects.  Generally, 
the young people involved in the EYP talk positively about their 
associations with youth projects.  Certainly, the ‘official’ processes do not 
encourage empowerment in the form discussed by Friere (1970).  Friere, 
as an educationalist concerned with giving people a voice where none 
existed before, suggests that dialogue free from hierarchy is necessary for 
true education.  Friere, whilst sometimes presenting a simplified 
dichotomy of oppressed/oppressor, provides a valuable insight into what 
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‘having a voice’ could mean.  He presents the notion of ‘critical 
consciousness’ as a crucial element of empowerment.  The presence of 
framing and filtering mechanisms associated with the project point to 
what Delanty’s disciplinary citizenship, that citizenship is represented in 
a particular form — in this case ‘having a voice’—  which must be learnt 
by the pupil, invariably young people.  As discussed above, the emphasis 
placed upon ‘having a voice’ suggest that this is something that young 
people should aim towards and that it is self-evidently a good thing to 
have the opportunity to influence decision-making     
 
A space for the self 
 
 “Ultimately, one can spare oneself the detour through 
membership meetings and enjoy the blessings of political action 
by heading straight to the disco.” (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
2001: 159)    
 
Does the disco render the membership meeting obsolete?  Many of the 
young people involved in the EYP project spend some time in the week 
in bars and clubs.  Martin goes to see gigs through the week, Dave works 
and drinks in his local and Ben goes out in Redcar every weekend.  What 
is appealing about the EYP project is the chance to spend time in a space 
that appears to be none threatening and allows young people to relax from 
the rigours of family, work and relationships.  However, the space is 
contested. The EYP project has its ‘official’ agenda, the point of its 
funding is to engage young people in adult decision-making.  Taking 
Beck’s statement less literally, perhaps we can see how the ethos of the 
disco pervades the space of the EYP project.  Members are often required 
to complete youth achievement files and such like and according to 
Simon, “Doing the youth achievement.  That’s the most boring part of it.”  
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Likewise, when asked about the files Lisa states “I aren’t doing it. 
[Why?] Can’t be arsed.”  
  
The notion of public space being contested by competing interests has 
been discussed in the context of ‘spaces of exclusion’ or ‘spatial 
purification’ (Sibley, 1995).  At a community meeting in East Cleveland, 
much concern was expressed about the presence of young people in 
particular spaces deemed to be unsuitable.  The spaces used for the EYP 
project are youth clubs located around the area.  These buildings are 
much valued by the adult community as a means to relocate young people 
away from public spaces.  However, the contesting of the space occupied 
by the EYP project is at the edges of public/private space.  
 
5.  CONCLUSION: SOCIALISATION IN AN INDIVIDUALISED 
WORLD 
 
Beck identifies individualisation as a function of the ‘contradictory 
process of socialisation’.  By this he means that when people consciously 
acknowledge the contradiction, new commonalities are formed through 
individualisation, new limits are realised.  Putnam’s social capital is 
concerned with civil society and the benefit of social networks to the 
community, yet young people are not integrated into civil society and 
look intuitively to consumerism.  The young people in the EYP project 
derive personal benefits from the project, but is this is purely from 
socialisation with other members? Social capital in the context of 
community development suggests a desire for progress through increased 
cohesion.  Following this conceptualisation of community means that 
networks work towards a general goal.  Yet the young people in the EYP 
are obviously outside any such networks, in the same way that many 
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adults in East Cleveland are excluded from decision-making networks.  
They build networks with each other.  These feed into the youth forum 
but are actually constructed only by  certain young people.  That 
networks can be established to increase participation in the existing 
‘community’ negates to address the fact that the benefits to the EYP 
members are not in Putnam’s terms of horizontal community.  Gareth 
suggests that as a group they represent a fraction of young people in East 
Cleveland.   
 
Furlong & Cartmel (1997) suggest that there exists an ‘epistemological 
fallacy’ in late-modernity, that individual decisions are illusionary and 
generate the belief that true choices exist for every person.  The 
consequences of the epistemological fallacy for personal mental 
wellbeing may be grave, especially for young people who are denied 
some of the options that do exist.  What benefit, then, of feeding young 
people with a discourse of ‘active citizenship’ and ‘right to a voice’?  
Young people are in a subordinate position in society and, in truth, do not 
have a legitimate input into decision making.  Is the proliferation of the 
idea that they do have a role to play not a continuation of the fallacy?   
 
Perhaps the greatest contribution that ideas about citizenship could make 
to young people, certainly in the field of informal education in which the 
youth service is located, is to help them develop their own self identity.  
This may occur through the creation of a space to which young people 
nurture feelings of affinity.  This affinity is not necessarily focused on the 
aims of the projects; Ben comments that he just likes being involved in 
projects whatever their nature.  The logic is that projects provide young 
people with a platform on which to feel a connection not specifically with 
civil society, but with one another.  The rapid rise of citizenship 
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education in formal education has been documented by a recent Ofsted 
report, suggesting that around 25% of young people regard the subject 
has giving them ‘more respect for the community’ and 42% said it had 
improved self-confidence and/or communication skills (Guardian, 7th 
September, 2004).  Given that this indicates an increasingly prominent 
role for citizenship teaching, or disciplinary citizenship to use Delanty’s 
term, the EYP project may be better attuned to nurturing of cultural and 
social-class identity in furtherance of participants’ sense of self.   
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